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As the first deliveries of humanitarian aid arrived overland from Kuwait at the Iraqi port of Umm Qasr last week, aid agencies questioned why the United Nations was not more involved in coordinating the humanitarian relief effort and postwar reconstruction. The supplies of food and water were distributed by British troops amid angry mob scenes by the local population.
"We have learned from other conflicts that the UN has got to take the coordinating role in humanitarian relief efforts," a spokesperson from Care International told the BMJ. She added that now, and in the long term, "We would be unhappy working under the military to distribute aid."
Leading aid agencies said that the military cannot provide impartial humanitarian assistance on the basis of need. The agencies have called on the United Nations, which pulled out of Iraq on the eve of war, to act swiftly to take over the control of all humanitarian efforts from the military as soon as it is safe to do so.
By the time the BMJ went to press, however, the United Kingdom had so far failed to secure sufficient support for two new UN resolutions that would give the United Nations the leading role in the medium term reconstruction and to ensure that the UN general secretary, Kofi Annan, was given authority to run the "oil for food" programme. Until its suspension in March, this programme supported 60% of the Iraqi population with food rations.
The Pentagon, which has set up its own office for reconstruction and humanitarian assistance as part of its defence department, has been fiercely criticised by relief agencies for pressing ahead with its own plans, which would see soldiers doubling as mobile aid workers and place US companies in charge of the country's schools and hospitals.
Kofi Annan met top humanitarian officials in New York to discuss contingency plans for UN relief agencies to return to Iraq as military action allows. Mr Annan said that the United Nations was "geared up to go back to Iraq and resume work" and was set to launch a $1bn (£0.6bn; €0.9bn) appeal to cover the costs of feeding Iraq for six months after the war ends, in what officials predict will be the largest humanitarian aid operation in history. Reconstruction costs, says the United Nations, could be up to $10bn a year.
In Baghdad, Médecins Sans Frontières, one of only three humanitarian aid organisations present in the capital, described the situation as tense. It said its team was working around the clock alongside Iraqi medical colleagues.
"The injuries are mostly due to shelling and debris in the air, not direct action of missiles. We also see some shock syndromes, and stress related diseases, such as chest pain, stroke, myocardial infarction."
Médecins Sans Frontières says that local doctors are skilled and experienced in trauma surgery. "Many surgical specialties are present in the hospital on a 24 hour basis, and the doctors seem very committed to stay and work in the hospital," said a spokesperson. Two trucks were on their way from Jordan with surgical kits, generators, and water, which would be vital in coming weeks, says the team.
Nicolas de Torrente, the US executive director of Médecins Sans Frontières, said that he was concerned that neighbouring countries are closing their borders. With no "safe areas" designated in Iraq, he said, the right of people to flee safely across international borders needed to be upheld.
The World Health Organization says that the continuing bombardment of Baghdad is beginning to have a serious impact on the mental and physical wellbeing of the population, particularly children and other vulnerable groups.
"The bombardment makes it extremely difficult for medical staff to get to those who may need medical assistance, including women in labour," said WHO. In Basra, particularly, WHO says despite limited information on the humanitarian situation, the health of the population is under "serious threat" from lack of access to safe, clean drinking water.
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The international medical relief organisation Médecins Sans Frontières took its campaign to release kidnapped aid worker Arjan Erkel to Moscow this week. As the BMJ went to press, it was due to present an internet petition of 300 000 signatures to the Russian president, Vladimir Putin.
The petition calls on the authorities in Russia and Daghestan (part of the Russian Federation) to do everything they can to ensure the safe release of Mr Erkel, the head of mission for the Swiss branch of Médecins Sans Frontières in the troubled northern Caucasus. He has not been heard of since August 2002, when gunmen kidnapped him in Makhachkala, the capital of Daghestan.
On Monday Médecins Sans Frontières' international chairman, Morten Rostrup, and Mr Erkel's father, Dick, and brother Diederik delivered the petition to the Daghestan authorities before travelling on to Moscow.
Simultaneously the charity will this week exploit its international presence by presenting its petition to Russian embassies in up to 70 countries, especially those with political leverage on Russia, including the United States, the United Kingdom, France, and Germany.
Médecins Sans Frontières decided to launch an unprecedented high profile international campaign for the release of an individual after six months of quiet diplomacy had achieved nothing.
Mr Erkel is Dutch, and his campaign is run partly by the Netherlands branch of Médecins Sans Frontières, Artsen Zonder Grenzen. It believes that the kidnapping, the fourth of a volunteer from the charity in the region in recent years, is in part political and should not be treated simply as a missing person case.
Wouter Kok, the campaign's Dutch coordinator, said: "We want to confront them [the Russian and Daghestan authorities] with the name Arjan Erkel so often and on so many occasions. If we can raise public opinion, one little extra step may be taken that makes the difference. We have a moral obligation to our volunteers to do everything and then a bit more."
As well as the worldwide internet petition, Mr Erkel's 33rd birthday was marked in March by the release of 209 white balloons, one for each day of his captivity, at a rally in Amsterdam.
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